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Abstract: A report of findings from a content analysis of 191 course-related research 
assignment handouts distributed to undergraduates on 28 college campuses across the U.S., 
as part of Project Information Literacy. A majority of handouts in the sample emphasized 
standards about the mechanics of compiling college research papers, more so than guiding 
students to finding and using sources for research. Most frequently, handouts advised 
students to use their campus library shelves and/or online library sources when conducting 
research for assignments, though most handouts lacked specific details about which of the 
libraryʼs hundreds of databases to search. Few handouts advised students about using 
Internet sources, even though many of todayʼs students almost always integrate the Web into 
their research activities. Very few handouts recommended consulting a librarian about 
research assignments. Details about evaluating information, plagiarism, and instructor 
availability appeared in only a minority of the handouts analyzed. The findings suggest that 
handouts for academic research assignments provide students with more how-to procedures 
and conventions for preparing a final product for submission, than guidance about conducting 
research and finding and using information in the digital age. 
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Introduction 
 

Research assignments are a mainstay of many higher education course curricula. 
Although the topics vary, the assignments consistently demand inquiry, argument, and 
evidence. This pedagogical tradition is a time-tested process as old as the debates in the 
sacred olive grove of the ancient Athenian academy, and is no less relevant in the digital 
age. 
 
Project Information Literacy (PIL) is a national research study based in the University of 
Washingtonʼs Information School. In our ongoing research, we seek to understand how 
college students conduct research and find information for their course work and for 
addressing issues in everyday life.1 We also explore the needs of these students, and the 
unique approaches, strategies, and workarounds that characterize their research 
process. 

In this 2010 mid-year progress report, we present findings from a content analysis of 191 
handouts voluntarily submitted from instructors at 28 U.S. colleges and universities. The 
handouts in our sample were distributed in the last year to students for course-related 
research assignments.2 
 
In our prior research, we found that over three-fourths of the students (76%) surveyed 
considered written guidelines about course-related assignments, especially which 
sources to use, as one of the most helpful materials an instructor can provide—second 
only to email exchanges with instructors about research assignments.3 
 
In this study, we ask how instructorsʼ assignment handouts provide instruction, guidance, 
and support to college students about completing the course-related research process. 
 
 
Major Findings 
 
The majority of handouts in our sample placed more attention on the mechanics of 
preparing a research assignment than on conveying substantive information that students 
also needed, such as how to define and focus a research strategy within the complex 
information landscape that most college students inhabit today. 
 

                                                        
1 Project Information Literacy (PIL) is co-directed by Alison J. Head, Ph.D., Research Scientist in the Information 
School and Michael B. Eisenberg, Ph.D., Dean Emeritus and Professor in the Information School and is 
supported with contributing funds from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. Communication 
about this progress report should be sent to Dr. Alison Head at ajhead1@uw.edu or Dr. Michael Eisenberg at 
mbe@uw.edu. Visit the PIL project site for an overview of PIL’s ongoing research, since 2008. 

2 We collected handouts from the instructors teaching sophomores, juniors and seniors at 28 institutions in the 
U.S. The sample was made up of handouts collected from four-year colleges or universities (69%) and 
handouts from two-year community colleges (31%). For a full list of institutions participating in the study, see  
Appendix A: Methods. 

3 See findings and the discussion about the “Helpfulness of Instructors” on pages 28-30 in “Lessons Learned: 
How College Student Seek Information in the Digital Age,” by Alison J. Head, Ph.D. and Michael B. Eisenberg, 
Ph.D., Project Information Literacy Progress Report, December 1, 2009. The sample comprised 2,318 students 
from six colleges and universities in the U.S. 
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Moreover, a large number of handouts in the sample provided only limited guidance 
about how and where to conduct research and find information. The handouts had few 
specific details about finding and using sources, making the guidance that was provided 
often vague and inapplicable.  
 
Major findings from the study are as follows: 
 

1. Despite the seismic changes in the way that information is now created and 
delivered, 83% of handouts in our sample called for the standard research paper. 
Few handouts asked students to present findings using other formats, including 
multimedia and oral presentations. 
 

2. Six in 10 handouts recommended students consult the library shelves—a place-
based source—more than scholarly research databases, the library catalog, the 
Web, or, for that matter, any other resource. Only 13% of the handouts 
suggested consulting a librarian for assistance with research. 

 
3. Few of the handouts (14%) that directed students to use the libraryʼs online 

scholarly research databases (such as those provided by EBSCO, JSTOR, or 
ProQuest) specified which database to use by vendor or file name from the 
hundreds that tend to be available. 

 
4. Details about plagiarism, if mentioned at all, were scant and tended to emphasize 

the disciplinary recourse instructors would take against students 
who were caught in acts of academic dishonesty. 

 
5. Few of the handouts provided information for contacting 

instructors when students had questions about a research 
assignment, whether by email, face-to-face, the telephone, or in 
online forums. 

 
Our analysis shows robust relationships and similarities among 
handouts we studied from different educational institutions in the U.S. 
These findings should not be viewed as comprehensive, but as another 
part of our ongoing research.  

However, in light of these striking findings, additional research is clearly 
warranted in order to confirm whether our findings may be generalized to all course-
related research handouts that college and university instructors may use. 

In the following pages, we present detailed findings from our analysis in three parts: 
 

• Part One: Findings about the similarities among the sample of handouts from arts 
and the humanities, the sciences and engineering, and social sciences, based on 
their shared properties. 

 
• Part Two: Findings about the guidance that handouts provide for finding course- 

related research sources to fulfill assignments, including comparative follow-up 
analyses about four-year vs. two-year institutions and from the perspective of 
different disciplines. 

 
• Part Three: Findings about how handouts direct students to evaluate the quality 

of the information in the resources they find and select, and their ethical use in 
assignments. 

Despite the seismic 
changes in how 
information is 
created and 
delivered today, 
83% of the 
handouts analyzed 
called for the 
standard research 
paper. 
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Approach 
 

Our ongoing study is grounded in information-seeking behavior research. We study how 
college students conceptualize and operationalize course-related and everyday life 
research. We investigate these research processes through studentsʼ accounts, reports, 
experiences, and processes. 
 
We define course-related research process in broad terms—from the moment students 
receive a research assignment in a college course through collecting materials until the 
final writing of a mid-course paper, or related assignment (e.g., multimedia presentation). 
 
In this study, we studied one communication artifact of the course-related research 
process—the research assignment handout. During the fall of 2009, instructors 
voluntarily submitted handouts to our sample after we contacted them about study 
participation.4 
 
We systematically coded and measured the manifest textual properties of a sample of 
handouts, especially as they related to addressing, steering, and/or guiding students 
through the research process and finding and using information and research materials. 
We also conducted a small set of follow-up interviews with faculty, who had submitted 
handouts to our sample.5 
 
In particular, we asked: 
 

1. Is there a “typical” course-related research assignment? If so, what are its 
characteristics? 
 

2. Which sources are students guided to use for finding information and conducting 
research? 

 
3. How are students guided to evaluate information and use it ethically? 

 
At the outset, it should be noted that we fully acknowledge that instructors use other 
channels of communication with their students who are conducting research. In addition 
to handouts, instructors may (and most probably do) use class discussions, syllabi, 
ancillary handouts, course management software systems, individual or group 
conferences with students, classroom visits from librarians, and/or a conversation in the 
hallway—to teach and guide students through the research process.  
 
These modes of communication are not the primary part of our analysis, though they 
were often discussed in our follow-up interviews with faculty. 
 
 

                                                        
4 See Appendix A of this report for more details about the studyʼs research methods and for descriptive data 
about the sample of handouts and the instructors, who participated in the study. Also, see page 33 of this report 
(Appendix A) for a discussion of the sampling method and its acknowledged limitations. 

5 We conducted 15 follow-up telephone interviews  (15 – 30 minutes in length) in April and May 2010 with 
faculty members who had volunteered their time and submitted a handout to the study sample. The purpose of 
the interviews was to add supplementary details from a subset of instructors to our content analysis of 
handouts. The script of questions appears at the end of the methods section. 
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Finding Context 
 
In our prior research, we developed a typology of certain contexts college students try to 
find in their research processes. Finding context, according to students we have studied, 
is a laborious and often frustrating, but essential part of their course-related and everyday 
life research process. 
 
We have identified four contexts that students have reported needing on a frequent basis, 
especially in the initial stages of finding information or conducting research. Each 
contextual need varies in intensity, given the research tasks at hand and the level of the 
studentʼs engagement and interest in the topic. 
 
Figure 1 shows a breakdown of each research context and how frequently these 
contextual needs tend to arise among students. 
 
Figure 1: Context Needs of the Undergraduate Research Process 
 

 
Research 
Context 

 
Associated Dimensions 

 
Occurrence 

 
Big Picture 

 
- Finding the summary of a topic 
- Finding the background of a topic 
-  

 
Often 

 
Language 

 
- Defining the words or terms related to topic 
- Translating terms and words from one language to another 
- Figuring out search terms for use in further research 

 
Sometimes 

 
Situational 

 
- Determining how far to go with research activities, in light of 

meeting someone elseʼs expectations (e.g., those of the 
instructor or in the case of everyday life research, a health 
professional) 

- Estimating how much time to spend on a research 
assignment 

- Figuring out how to get a “good grade” (i.e., for course-
related research) 

- Locating sample papers from former students, provided by 
instructor (i.e., for course-related research) 

- Finding guidelines for paper submission (i.e., for course-
related research) 

 
Sometimes 

 
Information
Gathering 

 
- Learning what research has been published about topic 
- Locating full-text versions of potential research sources 

 

 
Often 

 
 
During the development of our typology about the college student research process, 
additional aspects emerged from our research; these became central to this study.  
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We summarize these findings about the typology as follows: 
 

1. Students reported that their search for research context does not take place in 
isolation—students often search for more than one kind of research context at 
the same time during the course-related research process.6 
 

2. Written guidelines that an instructor distributes for course-related research 
assignments tend to play an integral role in helping his or her students define 
situational context—how to meet the instructorʼs expectations. 

 
3. Students tend to use handouts to help them define information-gathering 

context—how to find and use appropriate information sources and develop a 
course-related research strategy. 

 
The findings from our typology model informed this study about course-related handouts. 
Specifically, we have investigated how written guidelines can provide two major research 
contexts that students seek during their research processes: (1) the situational context or 
figuring out an instructorʼs expectations for an assignment, and (2) the information-
gathering context or locating and selecting research resources. 

 
 

Detailed Findings 
 
Part One: Endless Topics, Formulaic Standards 
 

We found a sweeping variety of research topics described in the handouts we 
analyzed.7 No two handouts were remotely similar in the topics assigned. 
 
For example, students were instructed to research and write about 
public policy recommendations for reducing school violence, high 
treason in Renaissance England, acceptable doses of digital radiology, 
demographic indicators of physiciansʼ income levels, the religious 
influences in Harry Potter novels, and the advantages and 
disadvantages of hybrid cars. 
 
The seemingly endless number of topics led us to ask if there was anything typical, or 
generic, about the course-related research handouts we analyzed.  
 
We began to ask different kinds of questions about the handouts. What, if anything, did 
the sample of handouts have in common?  
 

                                                        
6 For instance, students in our focus groups described having a combined need for background about a topic 
(i.e., big picture context) and an explanation of the terms related to the topic (i.e., language context). In many 
cases, students reported turning to Wikipedia, a source that provides both kinds of contexts in “plain English,” 
as one student put it. 

7 The handouts in our coding sample came from courses in the arts and humanities, social sciences, business 
administration, engineering, occupational training, and the sciences. We acknowledge some bias may exist 
since we have used a voluntary sample of handouts (i.e., handouts instructors chose to submit for purposes of 
the research study). 
 

No two handouts 
were remotely 
similar in the 
topics assigned. 
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Despite the wide variety of topics, we found certain commonalities among the handouts. 
Most notably, the majority of the handouts issued a similar set of prescribed standards for 
completing assignments. 8 Figure 2 shows the results for similar properties in the course-
related research handouts we analyzed. 
 
Figure 2: What Properties Do Handouts Have in Common? 
 

 
 

 
DATA DETAILS:  ASSIGNMENT CHARACTERISTICS OCCURRENCE 

IN HANDOUTS 
 
Required students to work individually, instead of collaborating with two or more 
other students in the class. 
 

 
163 

    85% 

Required students to write a paper that provides supportive evidence from outside 
sources (vs. oral, multimedia, or poster presentations) 

158 
    83% 

 
Required students to use a certain structure for the final product (e.g., introduction, 
answers to certain questions raised, a bibliography, and/or a works cited page). 
 

126 
    66% 

Required students to use a proper citation style (e.g., MLA, APA, or Chicago styles). 
 

116 
    61% 

 
Students expected to choose and define a topic on their own as long as it fit within a 
broad topic area. 
 

103 
    54% 

Required students to cite 1-6 research sources. 
 

83 
   44% 

 
Required students to submit a 5- to 10-page long paper. 
 

79 
   41% 

Reported from most frequent to least frequent standard. 
 n = 191 

                                                        
8 The average handout was 960 words, or 3.84 single-spaced typed pages. As a means of calculation, we 
counted a single-spaced page as having 250 words. See Appendix A (pp. 32-33) for the complete breakdown of 
the sample of handouts by length. 
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We summarize the key findings from our sample of handouts as follows: 
 

1. The written “research paper” still prevails as the dominant course-related 
research assignment—83% of the handouts analyzed called for such standard 
written papers. Most papers called for individual (85%) rather than group 
authorship. About three-fourths of the handouts (76%) specified a certain page 
limit—the most frequent length was 5 to 10 pages (41%). 
 

2. Beyond the requisite written research paper, few handouts in our sample 
assigned oral (7%), multimedia (2%), or poster presentations (2%), or other 
formats, such as project-based assignments, fieldwork, or experiments (6%). 

 
3. Two-thirds of the handouts (66%) in the sample contained instructions for 

structuring and compiling the final assignment product, such as including an 
introduction, a summary, answers to certain questions raised, a bibliography, 
and/or a works cited page. 

 
4. Over half the handouts specified the number of citations 

required (57%), and almost two-thirds of the handouts (61%) 
included details about using a proper citation style, such as 
MLA, APA, or Chicago styles. 

 
5. In more than half the handouts (54%), students were expected 

to come up with their own research topic as long as it fell within 
the parameters of the course. The remaining handouts provided 
a list of acceptable topics for students (31%), or posed a 
specific question for students to answer (15%). 

 
Taken together, these findings indicate that many handouts in our sample contained step-
by-step instructions about the mechanics of compiling a research paper—regardless of 
the range of topics that may be assigned. 
 
In follow-up faculty interviews, we found one plausible reason for the emphasis on 
standards in handouts: A large majority of instructors we interviewed reported that their 
students were inexperienced in completing some if not all aspects of the course-related 
research process. 
 
 
Interviews: Few Assumptions 
 
Instructors at all types of institutions expressed the same opinion. They had few, if any, 
assumptions about their studentsʼ ability to conduct and complete course-related 
research. 
 
One humanities instructor said: 
 

“I don’t assume any such thing. I can tell you I’ve only had a handful of students who 
really can do all this stuff without much direction. I’d say 95% of my students really 
don’t have much of a clue about completing research assignments.” 

 
 
 
 
 

Professors had 
few, if any, 
assumptions about 
their students’ 
ability to conduct 
and complete 
course-related 
research. 
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A social sciences professor offered the following account: 
 

“I have to make sure that I cover all parts of the assignment—finding a topic, and, 
well, finding articles that are related, and writing the paper, too. I take them to the 
library, I cover every part of the assignment in class—I have to do a lot—I assume 
nothing.” 

 
The sentiments were similar across all disciplines. A science professor described the gap 
between studentsʼ perceived research competencies and their actual skill sets. 
 

“In one of my classes, I actually give a pre­ and post­survey test to the students, who 
are seniors. In the pre­test—the self­assessment—I ask students to evaluate 
themselves on about 30 variables regarding their skills. Students typically express 
more confidence in their ability to do research, write papers, do analysis, present their 
results, than they do when I give them the post­test at the end of the class. At the end of 
the class when I administer the post­survey, students realized there was a lot they 
didn’t know. I expect there’s a lot of time that needs to be spent on research in other 
classes, so I’m surprised that I need to take a lot of time on this in my class.” 

 
We also found some instructors discussed standards as a basis to 
evaluate studentsʼ learning progress and grade their work, especially 
studentsʼ ability to fulfill certain parts of a research assignment. 
 
A humanities professor offered the following details: 
 

“I require an annotated bibliography, five sources, a working 
outline first, and then notes on the sources before a draft is due, and 
the final comes in. So, it’s about seven different steps of the process 
that I check them at, or seven different stages. I’m checking that 
they’ve completed each stage before they go on to the next.” 

 
In general, the instructors we interviewed talked about using standards as a matter of 
course, and often out of sheer necessity. Instructors offered a detailed and formulaic 
framework in the handouts because they recognized that their students came into the 
classroom with little knowledge of the course-related research process, especially as it 
applied to conducting research in individual disciplines—and their class. Economics 
professors, for example, define research entirely differently from civil engineering 
professors, anthropology professors or Shakespearean scholars. 
 
One social science professor explained: 
 

“I spend a lot of time reviewing what is required for this level of research. They read a 
lot of this kind of research, but they’ve never had to produce it themselves, but once 
they get to econometrics, I expect them to execute it on their own. So, they’ve never had 
to do this before my course.” 

 
Our entire analysis found that similar step-by-step standards—a how-to guide for 
preparing the research assignment end product students submitted—were an essential 
component of research assignment handouts in our sample. Standards helped define and 
clarify what was required and expected of students, and provided what we would call an 
ample dose of situational context. 
 
Instructors described using formulaic standards for a variety of reasons. However, a large 
majority of instructors concurred that including these standards helped students learn 

In general, the 
instructors we 
interviewed talked 
about using 
standards as a 
matter of course, 
and often out of 
sheer necessity. 
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how to complete a research assignment—a set of competencies instructors believed 
most, not all, of their students sorely lacked in one way or another. 
 
 
Part Two: Guidance about Finding Research Sources 
 

We now turn our attention from similar standards to the research guidance that these 
handouts provided to students. We investigated how handouts instruct and guide 
students to using a full range of sources, often in combination, including the use of the 
campus library, the Internet, course readings, and primary sources—and whether the 
handouts offer any guidance at all. 
 
What kind of direction do the handouts provide to students about which sources to use, 
under what circumstances, and where they may be found? In Figure 3, we ranked the 
most to least frequently mentioned information sources by use, which appeared in the 
sample of handouts we analyzed.9 
 
Figure 3: Guidance about the Use of Information Resources 

 
SOURCES 

 
Required 

 
Recommended 

 
Discouraged 

 
Prohibited 

 
No Mention 

 
Library shelves (e.g., books, 
reserves, videos, print 
journals) 
 

 
67 

   35% 

 
48 

   25% 

 
1 

   1% 

 
2 

   1% 

 
73 

   38% 

Library online sources 
(OPACs, online scholarly 
databases)10 
 

43 
   22% 

40 
   21% 

0 
-- 

1 
   1% 

107 
   56% 

Course readings (i.e., not 
found in library reserves) 

36 
   19% 

28 
   15% 

3 
   1% 

2 
   1% 

122 
    64% 

 
Primary sources (e.g., 
experiments, interviews) 
 

47 
   25% 

15 
    8% 

0 
-- 

3 
   2% 

126 
    66% 

 
Web sites (excluding 
Wikipedia) 
 

 
19 

   10% 

 
31 

 16% 

 
9 

   5% 

 
6 

    3% 

 
126 

    66% 

Librarians 4 
   2% 

20 
   11% 

0 
-- 

0 
-- 

167 
    87% 

 
Search engines (e.g., 
Google, Bing, Yahoo!) 
 

7 
   4% 

15 
    8% 

7 
   4% 

8 
   4% 

154 
    81% 

Wikipedia 1 
   1% 

 

1 
    1% 

2 
   1% 

17 
    9% 

170 
    89% 

Blogs 1 
   1% 

2 
    1% 

0 
-- 

4 
    2% 

184 
    96% 

Reported from most frequent to least frequent mentioned source; n = 191 

                                                        
9 Totals reported in Figure 2 may not add up to 100%, due to rounding. 

10 The category for “library online sources” includes online scholarly research databases (e.g., EBSCO, JSTOR, 
ProQuest) and online public access catalogs (OPACs), since the two resources often appeared together in the 
same handout. Very few handouts (2%) recommended using OPACS, alone, without also mentioning online 
scholarly research databases. 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We summarize the findings about locating and using sources as follows: 
 

1. The handouts in our sample most frequently recommended students use the 
campus library shelves (60%) and to a lesser extent, online library sources 
(43%)—rather than librarians, course readings, the Web, or 
data collected from fieldwork. 
 

2. Only 13% of the handouts in the sample guided students to 
consult a librarian during the course-related research process. 

 
3. Few handouts guided students about the use of public Internet 

resources—those on the Internet and freely accessible.11 Most 
frequently, the handouts mentioned doing research on the Web 
(26%); far fewer mentioned using search engines (12%), or 
blogs (2%). 
 

4. Wikipedia was the most frequently mentioned Web site, though more handouts 
discouraged or forbade using Wikipedia (10%) than recommended using the 
online, peer-produced encyclopedia (2%). 

 
5. One-third of the handouts (34%) directed students to consult course readings, 

not found in the library, as a source of information and research. Another third of 
the handouts (33%) in our sample guided students to use primary sources as a 
method for collecting information—many of these handouts required or 
recommended conducting interviews or running experiments. 

 
6. In a follow-up analysis, we found handouts from instructors, who had taught for 

between 11 and 20 years, provided the most guidance to students about using 
library and/or Internet sources. Instructors, who were relatively new to teaching 
and had taught for five years or less, had handouts with the fewest references to 
information resources from the library or elsewhere.12 

 
Given the Web-based focus of most students, as well as the richness of online resources 
on the free and fee-based Web, why did so many of the handouts in our sample advise 
students to use the library shelves first, and online library resources second?13 
 
In the follow-up faculty interviews, we asked instructors what they thought student 
research should entail when it came to finding acceptable materials. For the large 
                                                        
11 Distinctions between online scholarly research databases and public Internet sources can be blurry. For 
purposes of our research, we define “public Internet sources” as sites and search engines with URLs ending in 
.com, .gov, or .org and further, that tend, for the very large part, to be “no fee” vs. “for fee.”  
 
12 At first, it may seem surprising that professors, who had taught for 11 to 20 years, guided students to more 
library and Internet sources in their handouts than their junior faculty colleagues, who may have been more 
accustomed to using online sources for research. We found some evidence that handouts are modified and 
keep growing in size and scope with each year they are put to use in the classroom; junior faculty lack the years 
of using their assignments with students. 
13 In our 2009 survey, we found, on the average, students most frequently used the following three Web sources 
during the course-related research process: Google (96%), Wikipedia (85%), and U.S. government Web sites 
(76%). We also found respondents did not use library shelves (70%) nearly as much as they used these Web 
sources, though they did frequently use scholarly research databases (94%). See findings and the discussion 
about the “Resource Prioritization” on pages 14-18 in “Lessons Learned: How College Student Seek Information 
in the Digital Age,” by A. J. Head and M. B. Eisenberg, 2009.  

Few handouts 
guided students 
about the use of 
public Internet 
resources—those 
on the Internet 
and freely 
accessible. 
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majority of instructors, course-related research meant using the campus library—and the 
resources that the physical campus library offers. 
 
 
Interviews: Libraries First 
 
Instructors reported using different methods for integrating the library into the student 
research process. We found some instructors guided students to library sources in their 
handouts. Others discussed the use of library resources in classroom lectures and/or 
leveraged the expertise of librarians and the services they provide. 
 
In a follow-up interview, an engineering professor explained: 
 

“What I usually do is have the science librarian come in and show the subscriptions 
that the university has related to engineering. I really think students should have these 
experiences several times prior to this class, so that they know how to do qualified 
research. Unfortunately, I would say that even as seniors, only about 15% or 20% 
know what is involved for this level of research.” 

 
In other cases, instructors discussed using pathfinders—a comprehensive and 
customized list of recommended research resources compiled by campus librarians for 
courses. Pathfinders, instructors said, had the potential to engage students in the 
research process and in the on-site foraging in the stacks that research often requires. 
 
According to a humanities professor: 
 

“In larger courses I always take the special services librarian up on her offer to build a 
specialized Web page that kind of consolidates all the resources in the library that 
might be of interest to modern American historians in one page so they just go to it—
it’s custom­made to our class. It reminds students that they may actually have to go 
into the library—that not everything relevant is online. The big thing—challenge—I 
have in our age of abundant information is really getting students to pick themselves 
up and go into the library and put their nose into dusty books.” 

An inevitable challenge, several instructors explained, was having 
students go beyond Googleʼs search engine. That is, instructors 
discussed a need for explaining their expectations for quality research 
to students, rather than relying on a cursory Google search and results 
from the first page of hits. 
 
Another humanities professor gave the following account: 
 

“My students have reported that they usually begin their research by doing a Google 
search on a very broad topic—let’s say they have chosen the feminist movement. The 
student will search the term ‘feminist movement,’ read the first few entries on the 
search list and feel that they have conducted adequate research. However, I require 
that students cite at least three different credible sources of information on paper. This 
disqualifies many of the sources they would find in a broad Google search, simply 
because the sources have questionable credibility and often did not originate on paper. 
At this point, students will go to the library catalog and utilize the same broad 
category for their search. Students will often get frustrated at this point because they 
‘cannot find anything on their topic.’ I will then demonstrate how to do a Google 
Scholar search and work with the student on focusing on the parameters of their 
topic.” 

An inevitable 
challenge, several 
instructors 
explained, was 
having students go 
beyond Google. 
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At the same time, other instructors reported they left students to their own devices and 
encouraged independent exploration. If a student claimed that he or she needed 
assistance, the instructor was available to help. 
One social sciences professor described the following approach: 
 

“I prefer students try it first on their own—they may find different information. It 
could be just as good, but it would be different. So, I like to see what they come up with 
first. It’s only when they walk themselves into a hole that I like to jump in and say, 
‘Okay, let’s try this.’” 

 
Taken as a whole, the results of our content analysis and comments from the follow-up 
interviews suggest four major findings about how instructorsʼ handouts guide students to 
find course-related research sources and complete the research process. 
 
We summarize the main points of this section as follows: 
 

1. The large majority of handouts we analyzed provided limited 
guidance to students about finding and using a full range of 
research sources. Few of the handouts provided students with 
direction about the information-gathering context that helps 
students to fulfill course-related research assignments. Most 
frequently, the handouts in our sample guided students to use 
place-based sources for course-related research, more so than 
online sources. These resources were typically found on site 
and on the campus library shelves. 
 

2. In the handouts analyzed, details were sparse about where and 
how to use the Web for conducting what could be considered 
quality research or to find credible online sources. Even though instructors 
interviewed readily acknowledged that many of their students gravitated toward 
the Web when they looked for research sources, three-quarters of the handouts 
analyzed entirely neglected the Webʼs inevitable use. 

 
3. Few handouts— only 13%—directed students to consult a librarian for help with 

plotting a research strategy or finding sources in order to complete an 
assignment. Yet, about half of the faculty we interviewed discussed their own 
reliance on librarians. Faculty turned to librarians for teaching students about 
finding information and planning a research strategy, especially choosing and 
using appropriate databases, and for creating custom resources, such as 
pathfinders, for their course.14 The finding suggests some instructors do not 
actively recommend librarians as a go-to student source for students to use for 
assistance, but the faculty does rely on librarians for their own classroom needs.  

 
4. Research handouts were but one means of showing students how and where to 

find research materials. In follow-up interviews, instructors reported providing 
guidance about using research sources using other means (e.g., often in 
classroom discussions and librarian demonstrations). 

                                                        
14 Our faculty interview sample was made up of 15 interviewees; 40% recommended librarians in their handouts 
and 60% did not mention consulting with librarians in their handouts. Of those faculty interviewed who 
discussed relying on librarians for training and resources, 38% were the same faculty whose handouts had not 
recommended consulting with librarians. We expect that this trend would be more pronounced given the entire 
sample of handouts, where 87% of the instructors did not recommend using librarians in their handouts. 

Most frequently, 
the handouts in 
our sample guided 
students to use 
place-based 
sources for course-
related research, 
more so than 
online sources. 
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Follow-Up Analyses: Resource Guidance 
 
We conducted a series of three follow-up analyses, which were related to research 
handouts that provided guidance to students. 
 
The analyses were: (1) an investigation of brand name details within scholarly research 
database recommendations, (2) a comparative analysis of resource guidance in handouts 
at four-year and two-year institutions, and (3) a comparative analysis of resource 
guidance among disciplinary fields (i.e., arts and humanities vs. the sciences and 
engineering vs. social sciences). 
 
 
Scholarly Research Databases 
 
In our first analysis, we investigated whether the handouts in our sample that mentioned 
scholarly research databases provided specific guidance about which database to use. 
 
Which online databases were recommended by name in the handouts we analyzed? The 
results appear in Figure 4. 
 
Figure 4: Research Databases by Brand Name 
 

RESEARCH DATABASES OCCURRENCE 
IN HANDOUTS 

 
JSTOR 

 
12 

    6% 

Academic Search Premier 8 
   4% 

 
MLA 3 

   2% 
 

InfoTrac 3 
   2% 

 
PsycINFO 3 

   2% 
 

Academic Universe 3 
   2% 

                   n = 191 
 
Overall, we found that few handouts—14%—steered students toward starting off with 
specific databases—out of the hundreds of database sources that are available through a 
typical campus library Web site.15, 16  
 

                                                        
15 Note that our analysis of research databases included scholarly collections distributed by commercial and 
non-profit vendors (e.g., ProQuest, EBSCO, Lexis-Nexis) and by non-profit library and publisher consortiums 
(e.g., JSTOR and Project Muse).  

16 Our analysis indicated that while there were 39 mentions of specific databases in our sample, the mentions 
occurred in 26 handouts in the sample; some handouts used two or more database names in their details about 
using scholarly research databases. 
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As the results indicate, JSTOR, the subscription-based academic archival service, 
appeared more often in handouts than any other scholarly database. At the same time, 
though, JSTOR only appeared 12 times in handouts in our sample, or only 6% of the 
time. Academic Search Premier, a subscription-based EBSCO product, was 
recommended, but in an even smaller number of the handouts that we studied, or only 
4% of the time. 
 
We found most handouts directed students to use “library databases” or “college 
databases”—a catch-all for the wide collection of databases available through library 
subscriptions, rather a source identified by its file or vendor name. The majority of 
handouts recommending databases did so in broad terms—often without the details that 
make these kinds of recommendations actionable and operational for most students. In 
such cases, handouts felt like city roadmaps with no street names included. 
 
 
Four-Year vs. Two-Year Institutions 
 
In our second follow-up analysis, we compared handouts from two- and four-year 
institutions and by discipline. How was each setting different in the handouts that were 
used and in the guidance provided about using certain resources and/or plotting a 
research strategy? We provide a breakdown of resource guidance by two- and four-year 
institutions in Figure 5.17 
 
Figure 5: Resource Guidance by Institutional Setting 
 

 
                       n=191     
                                                        

 

17 For purposes of this analysis, the response categories for “required” and “recommended” have been conflated 
into a single category in Figure 4 that indicates “use.” The total number of handouts from four-year institutions 
was 131 and from two-year institutions it was 60. 
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DATA DETAILS:  SOURCES BY INSTITUTIONAL TYPE 

 
  FOUR-YEAR 
INSTITUTIONS 

 
  TWO-YEAR    
INSTITUTIONS 

Library shelves (e.g., books, reserves, videos, print 
journals) 

82 
   63% 

33 
   55% 

 
Library online sources (OPACs, scholarly research 
databases) 
 

57 
   44% 

26 
   43% 

Course readings 47 
   36% 

17 
   28% 

 
Primary sources (e.g., experiments, interviews) 
 

41 
   31% 

21 
   35% 

 
Web sites (e.g., Thomas, Nytimes.com) 
 

31 
    24% 

19 
    32% 

 
Librarians 19 

    15% 
5 

   8% 
 

Search engines (e.g., Google, Bing, Yahoo!) 
 

13 
    10% 

9 
   15% 

 
Wikipedia 2 

    2% 
0 
-- 
 

Blogs 3 
    2% 

0 
-- 

n = 191 

 
On the average, we found more handouts in our sample from four-year institutions (40%) 
guided students to resources available than handouts (36%) from community colleges 
did.18 The four-year handouts noted a wider range of types of resources. This makes 
sense because four-year institutions purchase more resources than do community 
colleges, given their budget allocations. 
 
A notable difference between institutions was the handoutsʼ recommendations for using 
librarians. Almost twice as many handouts from four-year institutions (15%) guided 
students to consult with librarians, than from community colleges (8%). 
 
What was perplexing to us is how few of the handouts from either type of institution 
mention consulting with librarians on course-related research assignments. One plausible 
explanation for why community colleges rarely suggested using a librarian may be that 
there were fewer librarians and therefore, available services, in these settings than there 
were at four-year institutions. 
 
 
Guidance by Discipline 
 
In our third follow-up analysis, we studied how handouts from courses in different 
disciplinary areas directed students to conduct research.19  
                                                        
18 In this “on the average” calculation, the library sources included library shelves, library online sources, and 
librarians as a single category. 

19 For the purposes of this analysis and in order to fill the cells with comparable numbers of handouts, we have 
conflated individual disciplines from our sample into three areas: (1) Arts and Humanities (n=77 handouts), (2) 
Sciences and Engineering (n=39 handouts), and (3) Social Sciences (n=75 handouts). We have also conflated 
coding for “required” and “recommended” into a single variable: “guidance for use.” 
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What were the differences in handouts from different disciplines when it came to 
providing guidance about finding information and/or plotting a research strategy?  
Figure 6 shows the results of the analysis of discipline by suggested use of sources. 
 
Figure 6: Guidance for Use of Sources by Discipline 
 

 
 
SOURCES 

 
Arts & 

Humanities 

 
Sciences & 
Engineering 

 
Social 

Sciences 
 
Library shelves (e.g., books, videos, 
print journals) 
 

 
47 

   61% 

 
23 

   53% 

 
45 

    60% 

Library online sources (OPACs, 
scholarly research databases) 
 

40 
    52% 

9 
   23% 

34 
   45% 

Course readings 28 
   36% 

 

10 
    26% 

14 
    35% 

Primary sources (e.g., experiments, 
interviews) 
 

34 
   44% 

20 
   26% 

18 
   24% 

 
Web sites (e.g., Thomas, 
Nytimes.com) 
 

 
15 

    31% 

 
11 

    28% 

 
15 

   20% 

Librarians 9 
  12% 

 

1 
    3% 

14 
     9% 

Search engines (e.g., Google, Bing, 
Yahoo!) 
 

8 
  10% 

7 
  18% 

7 
   9% 

Wikipedia 1 
    1% 

0 
-- 
 

1 
    1% 

Blogs 3 
    4% 

0 
-- 

0 
-- 

            n = 191 

 
Overall, we found that the handouts from arts and humanities courses were more likely 
than those in other either social sciences of sciences and engineering to provide direction 
about using the range of research sources we studied.20 This makes intuitive sense—the 
library tends to be the “lab equivalent” for students in the humanities.  
 
Still, only 27% of the handouts from arts and humanities courses—less than one-third—
guided students to use sources from the library, course readings, primary sources, or the 
Internet. 
 
 

                                                        
20 A total average percentage for mentioned use, made up of all nine resources, by each of the three disciplines 
was calculated with the following results:  Arts and Humanities (27%), Sciences and Engineering (23%), and 
Social Sciences (22%). 
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Part Three: Evaluation and Ethical Use of Information 
 

So far, we have presented findings about how handouts provide details about the 
mechanics of completing course-related research assignments and guidance for finding 
and evaluating information sources. In general, we have found the handouts in our 
sample were chock-full of details about formulaic standards for 
completing an assignment, such as page length, structuring of sections 
and requirements for and the style of citations. 
 
Yet, we have also found something revealing about the handouts: In 
most handouts, there was a paucity of specific guidance about which 
information sources to use and where to begin finding them. 
 
In the next part of our analysis, we turn our attention to quality control, 
including the evaluation and ethical use of information resources. 
 
 
Quality Control 
 
We used content analysis to investigate how the handouts guided students through the 
information evaluation process. We coded the handouts in our sample for the presence of 
two critical components of information quality evaluation—a sourceʼs authority and its 
timeliness. 
 
In general terms, authority is defined as the basis for determining whether a source has 
reliable authorship (e.g., authorʼs credentials). Timeliness is the basis for determining the 
currency of research material (e.g., publication date).21 
 
Evaluating the quality of sources is integrally related to selecting research sources for use 
in an assignment—and always has been an essential step in the course-related research 
process. 
 
More recently, the methods for evaluating the quality of different resources have become 
more complex with the proliferation of new means of information creation and delivery, 
especially with the Internet. 
 
One example is Web sites. Web sites do not have the same conventions—or 
standards—that most printed books do. Digital media has also ushered in elements that 
merit separate evaluation (e.g., URLs as an indicator of publisher and footer updates as 
an indication of timeliness). 
 
Figure 7 presents the results of our analysis about how handouts provided guidance 
about evaluating resources. 
 

                                                        
21 We fully acknowledge that this is a general discussion about two methods for assessing the information 
quality of research sources and suggest the following sites for more background information: U.C. Berkeleyʼs  
Library and “How to Critically Evaluate Information Resources” from Cornell Universityʼs Library (accessed on 
May 21, 2010). 

In most handouts, 
there was a 
paucity of 
guidance about 
which information 
sources to use and 
where to find 
them. 
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Figure 7: Guidance about Evaluating Information Sources 
 

QUALITY CONTROL OCCURRENCE 
IN HANDOUTS 

 
Suggests reviewing authority 
 

 
48 

   25% 

Suggests reviewing timeliness 21 
   11% 

 
  n = 191 

 
Despite these significant changes to the contours of the information landscape, only one 
in four of the handouts (25%) we analyzed explained how (and why) to evaluate the 
authority of a research source. Far fewer of the handouts (11%) in our sample provided 
direction about how to evaluate the currency of materials—another crucial dimension of 
quality control. 
 
In the follow-up interviews, we asked instructors whether they thought students had a 
fairly good idea of what sources to use for course-related research, as a question related 
to the infrequent coverage of authority and currency in handouts. 
 
 
Interviews: Whatʼs a “Good Source,” again? 
 
Instructors we interviewed discussed information evaluation in terms that were different 
from the properties we measured in our content analysis. When instructors discussed the 
concept of authority, it was within the context of determining a sourceʼs potential 
scholarliness. 
 
One science professor explained: 
 

“I do the usual talk about Google and Wikipedia. I have to explain what constitutes 
scholarly journals—just because it has the word ‘journal’ in its title does not make it a 
scholarly journal—like Ladies Home Journal.” 

 
A humanities professor relayed the following account about studentsʼ general troubles 
with judging the quality of sources: 
 

“They are terrible at figuring out which sources to use. They seem to have a limited 
idea of what makes for a good source. Sometimes in high school, I think they were 
cowed into thinking encyclopedias are lame, but some are a high caliber. There’s one 
I’ve recommended that chronicles the Holocaust in a really insightful way, but students 
would dismiss it unless I explained to them why it is such a valuable source. It’s 
something that they decide in high school and carry through their college work. They 
just don’t seem to know what a good source is.” 

 
In another interview, a social sciences professor discussed the larger issue of integrating 
secondary sources with primary data collected from the field into an assignment. 
 

“Students know, for example, how to make a bibliography; they know how to look for 
secondary literature—those kinds of things are easier for them and most have those 
kinds of experiences. It’s really about how do you start with a question, and how do you 
collect primary data, and how do you interpret the data—how to make an argument 
from all that.” 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Taken together, the handouts we studied rarely explained how to evaluate the information 
quality of resources and how these resources are to be used. In the faculty follow-up 
interviews, we found that instructors directed students to use scholarly sources for 
assignments and often spent time in class reviewing what constituted scholarly materials, 
including the peer-review process, reliability, verifiability, and scientific data. 
 
 
Plagiarism 
 
Just as the Internet has changed the criteria for evaluating the authority and currency of 
sources, the Internet has increased opportunities for plagiarism—whether students 
plagiarize deliberately or unintentionally, due to lack of experience and depth of 
background about plagiarism. 
 
Accordingly, it comes as no surprise that prior research has found that plagiarism is on 
the rise in the digital age in the U.S. and elsewhere.22  
 
The simple ability to “copy and paste” makes it easier to insert unattributed segments of 
text directly into an assignment, without crediting the source, than it was in the pre-
Internet era where a more labor-intensive transcription from one source into another was 
needed. In addition, online paper mills make it possible for students to purchase a 
research paper at the last minute and present it in a course as their own work. 
 
We investigated how the handouts in our sample treated the issue of academic 
dishonesty—the unethical use of information--in research assignments. Specifically, we 
asked what the handouts told students about avoiding plagiarism. 
 
In Figure 8 we present findings about the handoutsʼ coverage of plagiarism. We have 
also included a breakdown of the number of handouts that required students to submit 
their finished assignments to turnitin.com—a Web-based plagiarism-detecting service. 
 
 
Figure 8: Information about Plagiarism 
 

PLAGIARISM OCCURRENCE 
IN HANDOUTS 

 
Topic of plagiarism covered 

 
35 

   18% 
 

Students asked to submit assignments to 
turnitin.com for plagiarism review 

11 
    6% 

 
 

   n = 191 
 
 
 

                                                        
22 For a discussion of the impact of the Internet on plagiarism, see “Student Plagiarism and Cheating in an IT 
Age,” K.O. Jones, J. M. V. Reid, and R. Bartlett, International Conference on Computer Systems and 
Technologies, CompSysTech 2005. We credit the article for details included in our discussion about reasons for 
the rise of plagiarism, brought on by the Internet, especially our paragraph about “copy and pasting” and “paper 
mills.” 
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Despite frequently articulated faculty concerns about plagiarism and the seeming 
prevalence of plagiarism among some—by no means all—college students, the findings 
of this analysis were striking. Only a small percentage of the handouts (18%) in our 
sample either defined plagiarism, discussed it as a form of academic fraud, or explained 
ways of avoiding it. 
 
From a follow-up analysis, we summarize key findings about the handouts in our sample 
that covered the topic of plagiarism: 
 

1. Of the handouts in our sample that did discuss plagiarism, more than three-
quarters of this sub-set (86%) addressed plagiarism in a cursory fashion. In some 
handouts, plagiarism was defined broadly in a sentence or two with a reminder to 
cite sources used. In other handouts, a link to a campusʼs academic honor code 
was provided without any details. All in all, most details about 
plagiarism came as admonishments to students about 
plagiarizing materials and putting them on notice that they 
would fail the course if they were caught. 
 

2. More of the handouts in our sample that mentioned preventing 
plagiarism were from four-year institutions (71%), than 
community colleges (29%). 

 
3. Almost three-quarters of the handouts (73%) directing students 

to submit their assignments to turnitin.com, the Web-based 
plagiarism-detection service, were distributed to students in 
humanities courses. 

 
In the follow-up interviews, we asked faculty about their assessments of studentsʼ 
knowledge of plagiarism. Most instructors admitted that their students had a fairly 
superficial understanding that they should avoid plagiarism at all costs, but they also 
admitted that often students were often not sure how to do this. 
 
 
Interviews: Tunnel Vision 
 
The large majority of instructors we interviewed believed that students understood that 
plagiarism was unethical and should not be done, but not the finer details, especially as 
they related to the paper they were writing as part of their course work. 
 
Instructors interviewed reported that plagiarism was a nebulous concept for students; 
something that few students fully comprehended. Many students did not understand 
plagiarism well enough to know when they were actually plagiarizing. 
 
In a follow-up interview, a humanities professor noted: 
 

“Students understand plagiarism…hmm…imperfectly. Some may know that copying 
and pasting is wrong, but some of the nuances they just don’t get—sloppy 
paraphrasing, crediting someone for their idea, quoting. They know the big picture but 
not the finer points of execution, like footnoting and endnoting.” 

 
In other cases, instructors prepared ancillary handouts, which provided directions for 
citing sources and the conditions under which it was necessary. Still, at other times, 
instructors circumvented the problem of plagiarism by designing assignments that called 
for an abundance of original thought and analysis, often from fieldwork. 

Only 18% of the 
handouts in our 
sample either 
defined plagiarism 
or discussed it as a 
form of academic 
fraud. 
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A social science professor explained: 
 

“My assignments are usually specific enough and original enough—I have their data—
that there really isn’t anyone else’s work around that they can copy from. So, for the 
most part, students need to work independently and they need to meet with me 
frequently enough that it is highly unlikely that they would even have the opportunity 
to plagiarize. If I had assigned the same topic and the same data sets, then it may be 
possible to copy work from someone in the past semester—but I don’t do that that—it 
just won’t happen. I keep it specific enough and tailored to them to prevent 
plagiarism.” 

 
Overall, our content analysis found that plagiarism was quite 
underrepresented in most of the handouts we sampled—less than one 
in five mentioned academic dishonesty. 
 
When plagiarism was discussed in handouts, it was cursory, and tended 
to focus on the penalties—failing the course. Few handouts offered 
substantive criteria for explaining how plagiarism occurred and how 
plagiarism could be avoided. 
 
In other words, few handouts spelled out precisely what plagiarism is—
from copying word-for-word, to paraphrasing and taking credit for someone elseʼs ideas. 
Even more rarely discussed is why plagiarism is on the rise in a copy-and-paste, 
computerized world. 
 
In the follow-up interviews, some instructors reported they presented the basics of 
plagiarism, such as how to use citations for acknowledging someone elseʼs work, in a 
class lecture. Still, for most instructors we interviewed, plagiarism was like an unwanted 
guest—something that always shows up but that no one can do anything about without 
creating even more trouble.  
 
 
Instructor Assistance 
 
As a follow-up analysis, we investigated how the handouts in our sample detailed 
instructor availability for assistance with the course-related research assignments. 
 
Figure 9, on the next page, ranks the way instructors make themselves available to 
students according to the handouts we coded. 
 

When plagiarism 
was discussed in 
handouts, it was 
cursory, and 
tended to focus on 
penalties—failing 
the course. 
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Figure 9: Handouts and Instructor Availability 
 

INSTRUCTOR AVAILABILITY OCCURRENCE 
IN HANDOUTS 

 
In-person meetings (e.g., asking a question in or after class) 

 
47 

   25% 
 

Available to read drafts 36 
   19% 

 
Office hours for discussing the assignment 17 

    9% 
 

Email inquiry about the assignment 10 
    5% 

 
Online discussion forum (e.g., posting a question or issue about the 
assignment) 

7 
  4% 

 
Telephone 4 

   2% 
               n = 191 
 
These findings indicate that few instructors in our sample included details about their 
availability in the handouts. If contact information did appear, these details were most 
often about an instructorʼs willingness to meet face-to-face to discuss a course-related 
research assignment—but such information appeared only in one in four of the handouts 
in our sample. 
 
In our prior research, we found over three-fourths (82%) of the students in the survey 
sample reported that instructors were the most helpful when they were available over 
email to answer questions about a course-related research assignment.23 
 
Yet, in the sample of handouts we analyzed for this study, very few—only 5% of the 
handouts—provided students with details about the instructor being available by email. 
 
We realize handouts are not the only source where instructors may offer assistance and 
availability. One plausible explanation may be that instructors assume that students 
already know they can contact an instructor by email. An instructorʼs contact information, 
especially an email address, may have been given to students from other course 
materials, such as a syllabus, a college catalog, course management software systems, 
a supportive Wiki or course Web site, or an instructorʼs jotting on the whiteboard during a 
lecture. 
 
However, we would argue that handouts are often a roadmap for students to use during 
the course-related research process; they carry handouts with them when they complete 
assignments—far from a binder with a syllabus handed out two months before or their 
lecture notes with an email address they may have scribbled in the margin. 
 
In a related analysis, we coded the number of handouts that provided grading criteria. 
Slightly more than one-third of the handouts (36%) of the handouts in our sample 

                                                        
23 See page 29 in “Lessons Learned: How College Students Seek Information in the Digital Age,” by A. J. 
Head and M. B. Eisenberg, 2009. 
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included a rubric of some kind for the evaluation of studentʼs work (e.g., points and/or 
percentages assigned to parts of a paper).  
 
The results of this last analysis were surprising. Findings from our most recent student 
survey have indicated 96% of the students we studied considered their grade on an 
assignment to be of sizable importance.24 Yet at the same time, instructors infrequently 
included grading criteria, which would inform students of their grading policies well in 
advance of an assignment actually being submitted. 
 
 

An Illustrative Model 
 
Our findings provide a revealing picture of how a sample of handouts used on a variety 
of college campuses instructed, directed, guided, and advised college students through 
the course-related research process they were asked to complete. 
 
Common threads ran through most of the handouts we analyzed. Whether they came 
from research institutions, liberal arts colleges, or community colleges, many of the 
handouts in our sample assigned the reliable and traditional research paper. 
Accordingly, many of these handouts served up brief, formulaic conventions about how 
students should prepare the deliverable they needed to submit.  
 
Applying our model of the undergraduate research process to our content analysis 
sheds some interesting light on the implications of our findings. We mapped trends from 
the handout analysis as a method of exploring (not statistically determining) how written 
guidelines provided two major research contexts that students seek during the research 
process: (1) situational, and (2) information-gathering. 
 
 
Mapping the Contexts 
 
The findings indicate that the standards in handouts gave students a wide range of 
factors associated with situational context, such as details that help students to gauge 
the parameters of an assignment, determine how much time to spend on the 
assignment, and how best to meet instructors’ expectations (i.e., individual authorship, 
format, structure, citations).25 
 
At the same time, situational context was not always the strong suit of the handouts we 
analyzed. The finer details of professors’ expectations—those related to evaluating 
information quality (i.e., timeliness and authority), avoiding plagiarism, grading criteria 
and contacting an instructor—received far less coverage. Few details about plagiarism 
and quality control were offered. 
 
Accordingly, the analysis indicates that when it came to providing students with 
situational context, the handouts in our sample had more breadth (range of 
expectations), than depth (details and explanation). 
 

                                                        
24 Results are from our 2010 student survey of 8,300 students on 25 U.S. colleges and universities. Results will 
be released in the fall of 2010. 
 
25 See Figure 1 on page 5 of this report for the “Contextual Needs of the Undergraduate Research Process.” 
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In addition, handouts provide an information-gathering context. The respondents in our 
prior survey reported needing this context more often than they needed situational 
context.  
 
Our analysis indicates that the handouts we analyzed provided neither the breadth nor 
the depth about finding relevant resources. 
 
Beyond accessing materials from the library shelves, our analysis indicated that the 
handouts recommended very few online scholarly databases for students to access. 
Equally surprising, most handouts neglected to cover whether there were any 
appropriate sources to cull from the vast, ubiquitous Internet. 
 
Figure 10 shows an illustrative depiction of how the handouts rated in the situational and 
information-gathering context our sample. The x and y axes are used to plot the breadth 
(range of topics covered) and depth (details and explanation). 
 
Figure 10: Handouts and the Contextual Research Model 
 

 
 
As Figure 10 indicates, the handouts in our sample had a low degree of information-
gathering context in both their depth and breadth. Yet, at the same time, the handouts in 
our sample also provided a greater breadth of coverage of situational context than 
information gathering context, but relatively little depth. 
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Recommendations 
 

What struck us throughout this study were the paradoxical twists we encountered 
during analysis and the interviews. Many of the contradictions pertained to information 
literacy competencies and what we have learned from our ongoing research about how 
today’s early adults conduct research and find information.26  
 
Simple fact? Most students lack a seminal understanding about what conducting 
research means as a form of intellectual inquiry and discovery and the large majority of 
handouts we analyzed did not provide much context that would help. 
 
This leads us to end with a discussion of findings that were particularly intriguing to us 
as researchers. It is also the basis for our two recommendations about revisiting course-
related research assignment handouts. Our hope is that the recommendations will 
resonate with instructors, librarians, and administrators and stimulate discussion. 
 
 
Adding Situational Context 
 
We identified the following trend from our analysis: Few handouts explained what 
research entails as a critical process of inquiry. Why were students being asked to 
engage in a pedagogical research exercise in a certain course in the first place?  
 
In one handout we analyzed, a humanities instructor put the research process into a 
larger context: 
 

“Research is meant to probe questions which interest us, to carefully 
study the ideas and record from those who have written before us, 
and add to the world’s knowledge pool. Think of it as detective 
work, work which draws definite conclusions about a question 
based on already existing evidence.”27 

 
Such sentiments were rarely expressed in our sample. In a follow-up 
analysis, we found only 16% of the handouts in our sample discussed, 
clarified, defined, or framed what research meant as it applied to the 
assignments students were given.  
 
Few of the handouts in our sample peeled back the layers of the 
knowledge production process and what it meant in the academic 
environment, in a given discipline, in a given class, for a given group of 
students, who were enrolled and most likely, hoping to perform well.  
 
Instead, many of the handouts in our sample had evolved into their own genre—a step-
by-step process with standards and conventions that ended up defining research as 

                                                        
26 By information literacy we mean competencies associated with defining an information need as well as 
locating, selecting, evaluating, and putting information to use. For a complete list of information literacy 
standards, see the Association of College and Research Librariesʼ (ACRLʼs) Information Literacy Competency 
Standards for Higher Education (2000). Full-text reports from our ongoing research are available on the 
publications page of the Project Information Literacy Web site. 
 
27 The passage is from a humanities instructorʼs handout and is used with that instructorʼs permission. 
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more of a linear checklist than an iterative process that requires critical thought, 
curiosity, ongoing discovery, and tenacity. From our standpoint, defining the research 
process could go a long way in providing situational context we believe many students 
lack—well beyond what we have mapped in our illustrative model.28 
 
Faculty may want to think about how much sense making is relevant to include in their 
handouts. Should handouts explain research as a process in explicit terms, or just in 
terms of the content students need to provide and steps they need to take?  
 
We contend that students need to understand the whys of the research processes 
before they can even begin to practice them and gain traction with their information 
problem skills from one class to the next. If students consider instructors’ written 
guidelines as being helpful to them now, the value of handouts is only likely to increase 
with the addition of situational context that also frames the whys of the research 
process. 

 
 
Adding Information-Gathering Context 
 
We were surprised by the sparse guidance handouts provided about using a fuller range 
of research sources students have at their disposal. Most frequently, handouts directed 
students to use what tend to be finite and single-copy sources—books and journals—
collected from their campus library shelves—a tradition-bound 
approach to research.  
 
Yet, at the same time, few of the handouts we analyzed explained 
how the Internet could be effectively used for conducting scholarly 
research. Regardless of the fact that students do rely heavily on 
the Web for course-related research.  

 
We wholeheartedly agree that library bookshelves are entirely 
appropriate for conducting scholarly research. However, in the 
digital age, scholarly sources can be found in many places 
beyond the library stacks.  
 
Research assignments, in general, should have students learn how to derive information 
from multiple and diverse formats. Students need to learn how to use and evaluate 
specific online and print sources—from blogs to collaborative wiki entries to traditional 
top-flight scholarly journals to data directly collected from the field—independently and 
when the sources are used in combination.29  
 
The use of multiple formats causes students to go beyond thinking of research as a 
competency learned by rote where students use the same predictable set of resources—
an approach a large majority of students reported using in our prior student survey.30  
                                                        
28 See "Finding Context: What Today's College Student Say about Conducting Research in the Digital Age", 
Alison J. Head and Michael B. Eisenberg, Project Information Literacy Progress Report, University of 
Washington's Information School, February 4, 2009 (18 pages, PDF, 864 KB). 

29 For example, assignments that require students find sources from a PsycINFO search, a book from a campus 
library, a Wikipedia entry, and a YouTube video would teach students to critically evaluate and extract 
information from multiple channels, in addition to working on the deliverable they will need to submit. 

30 See “Lessons Learned: How College Students Seek Information in the Digital Age,” by A. J. Head and M. B. 
Eisenberg, 2009. 
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The approach to using multiple and diverse formats hit a pedagogical sweet spot:  
Students gain hands-on practice with determining the nature and extent of information 
they need and become proficient in processing information in all forms.31  

Students also learn how research and writing are changing in the digital age, as they 
become consumers as well as creators of information.32 These competencies and 
experiences are what students will inevitably need to apply in the workplace after they 
graduate.33  

We realize the recommendations we make here may take many hours and a great deal 
of thought to implement, when faculty have few hours to spare. So, we offer one last 
suggestion. We suggest contacting a librarian and/or a Faculty Development Office for 
help, ideas, and inspiration.  

Both are would-be partners for creating assignments that explain the underpinnings of 
what the research process means and how the changing parade of information sources 
in the digital age are found, applied, evaluated, and put into scholarly use so they engage 
curious minds and encourage intellectual discovery and lifelong learning. 

Next Steps 

This content analysis of course-related research assignments is the first part of our 
yearlong large-scale study about how college students conceptualize, operationalize, and 
experience research in the digital age.  

In fall 2010, we will release findings from our large-scale student survey, conducted at 25 
U.S. colleges and universities (n=8,300). The survey investigates how students evaluate, 
organize, and use information, once they have found it, for course-related research and 
for addressing information problems in their everyday lives. 

                                                        

31 For an interesting discussion, see Project Information Literacy Smart Talk, no. 2 with Andrea A. Lunsford, 
"Writing and the Profound Revolution in Access," July 12, 2010. Lunsford, the Director of Stanfordʼs Program on 
Writing and Research discusses how writing and research have changed in the digital age, noting “changes in 
audience and audience awareness (the whole world can now be your audience, introducing a huge set of 
problems in trying to find effective ways of addressing an audience); the increasingly collaborative and 
participatory nature of writing (Google.docs and Google.wave, to mention only two), allow groups of writers to 
work together in real time to create documents of all kinds. Students today are much more accustomed to 
producing and disseminating knowledge rather than simply consuming it.” 

32 For further discussion, see Project Information Literacy Smart Talk, no. 2 with Andrea A. Lunsford, "Writing 
and the Profound Revolution in Access," July 12, 2010. Lunsford, the Director of Stanfordʼs Program on Writing 
and Rhetoric discusses how writing and research have changed in the digital age, noting “changes in audience 
and audience awareness (the whole world can now be your audience, introducing a huge set of problems in 
trying to find effective ways of addressing an audience); the increasingly collaborative and participatory nature 
of writing (Google.docs and Google.wave, to mention only two), allow groups of writers to work together in real 
time to create documents of all kinds. Students today are much more accustomed to producing and 
disseminating knowledge rather than simply consuming it.” 
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